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ABSTRACT 
Professional User Experience (UX) practitioners have an 
inherent need for effective group communication practices. 
If they work as external consultants, the need is arguably 
even greater. Enterprise Social Media (ESM) technologies 
have affordances that make them seem promising for this 
domain. The aim of this thesis is thus to identify the 
domain-specific communicative needs of UX consultants, 
and discuss how these might be supported using ESM. 

A case study was conducted, examining how the ESM 
system Yammer was used by a group of UX consultants at a 
major Swedish IT firm. Through interviews with members 
of the group, together with content analysis of Yammer 
messages, three categories of communicative needs were 
identified: Solving design problems, Supporting “guerilla 
activities” and Making knowledge and relationships visible. 
The results further showed that the Yammer tool had failed 
to support these needs and consequently fallen into disuse. 
Finally, implications for future use of ESM technologies in 
the UX domain are discussed, and some practical 
recommendations are given.  

Author Keywords 
UX practice; group communication; enterprise social 
media; yammer; case study  

INTRODUCTION 
Communication is hugely important in professional User 
Experience (UX) practice. Gray [5] identifies 
communication skills as an essential element of design 
competence, i.e. the personal skill-set that all those who 
enter the UX field are expected to acquire. Earlier 
practitioner-oriented research has also established that, in 
order to create designs that are successful, a UX practitioner 
must know how to negotiate diverse requirements and 
expectations, and communicate their own design choices, 
both within the team and to external stakeholders and users 
[4, 11]. In addition to this, intragroup communication can 
fill an important supporting role for UX practitioners. By 
sharing knowledge, tips and ideas laterally, practitioners 
can both help each other solve demanding design problems, 
and stay up to date within their rapidly changing field. As 
noted by Gray [5], it is often through co-workers and fellow 
practitioners that new influences and methods disseminate 
and gain traction within the UX domain. UX teams thus 
have a vested interest in establishing effective group 
communication practices, and capture the knowledge that 

exists among their members. This is, arguably, even more 
important in UX groups where practitioners work on 
separate projects and may not see each other on a day-to-
day basis. 

Recently, there has been a significant interest in the 
question of how social technologies can be used in the 
workplace. An example of this is the growing popularity of 
the category of systems known as Enterprise Social Media, 
or ESM. ESM are web-based social platforms, intended for 
use within organizations and often heavily inspired by 
personal social networking sites such as Facebook and 
Twitter. Typically, they include features such as newsfeeds, 
profile pages and group messaging, as well as search- and 
content filtering functionalities [13]. Today, many 
companies within a wide range of fields, including UX and 
Interaction design, are introducing ESM into their 
organizations; either through a top-down management-led 
approach, or organically on initiative from the company’s 
own grassroots [17].  

The expectations placed on ESM systems have been very 
high from the start; indeed, early research identified a 
number of benefits that ESM can bring to both the 
individual employee and the organization as a whole [3, 
13]. However, it has also been noted that the success or 
failure of all social networks hinges on the engagement and 
dedication of their user base [16, 17]. It is therefore vital 
that the system is seen as useful and worthwhile for the 
individual users in the specific context that they work in, 
for its adoption to make sense. In view of this, it might be 
interesting to explore how this emerging category of social 
technologies could support the communicative needs of the 
professional UX domain. 

This thesis describes a case study that was conducted with 
members of the UX group at a major Swedish IT 
consultancy firm. The group members were mostly UX 
consultants who either worked on in-house projects for the 
firm, or were hired out as external resources to client 
companies in the greater Stockholm region—or a 
combination of the two. Consequently, the consultants often 
did not meet each other face-to-face on a daily basis. For 
about a year, the UX group had been using the commercial 
ESM system Yammer as their primary online channel for 
communication outside of their semi-monthly meet-ups. By 
examining data from their Yammer channel as well as 
interviewing members of the group, the purpose of this 
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study is to identify communicative practices specific to UX 
consultants, and discuss how these might be better 
supported through the use of social technologies. 

BACKGROUND 
In this section, the professional UX domain is first 
introduced through a review of previous practitioner-
oriented research. After that, the emergence of ESM is put 
in context within the larger field of Computer-Supported 
Collaborative Work (CSCW), and then detailed in terms of 
its affordances. Two relevant case studies of Yammer are 
also described.  

The User Experience domain 
The concept of user experience, or UX, has gained 
enormous popularity in recent years among both interaction 
design researchers and practitioners. UX is described by 
Lallemand et al. [10] as a “holistic” approach to the design 
of interactive systems that emphasizes not the system or 
artifact itself, but rather the subjective experiences and 
emotions that users will have while they interact with it 
over time. UX is also situated, meaning that experiences 
depend not only on the system, but also on the context of its 
use and the internal state of the user at that particular 
moment [10, 19]. Furthermore, it is acknowledged that UX 
is sometimes socially constructed, as experiences can be 
shared with other users [19]. The main goal for a UX 
designer is to take all these aspects into account in order 
create a design that allows for a certain type of experience 
for the user—be it joyful, productive or educational. 

In modern professional practice, UX has expanded beyond 
interaction design to become a domain in itself; a domain 
that connects—and blurs the lines between—a number of 
related disciplines and professions (see fig. 1). Not only 
interaction designers but also visual designers, usability 
experts, requirement analysts, developers, product 
strategists and project managers now see themselves as part 
of the UX field, or classify their work as focused on user 
experiences. 

 
Figure 1: The Disciplines of User Experience Design [20] 

When it comes to what characterizes work within the UX 
domain, some insights can be drawn from recent interview 

studies with interaction design practitioners—such as Lantz 
et al. [11], Goodman et al. [4], Zhang & Wakkary [25], 
Gray [5], and Gray et al. [7]. Although only a handful of 
these studies (e.g. [5, 7]) use the UX label to describe their 
respondents’ work, all of them describe work processes, 
methods and problem-solving strategies which are common 
in user experience-oriented projects. A few of the main 
findings from these studies are summarized below. 

An interdisciplinary field 
One important finding is that the interaction design domain 
is highly interdisciplinary. Perhaps due to the fact that the 
field of interaction design is fairly new, practitioners come 
from a number of different backgrounds, both academic and 
vocational. Practitioners also tend to work very closely with 
colleagues in other roles, as well as clients and 
stakeholders, within their project teams. It was noted in 
several of the studies that professional interaction designers 
see themselves as filling a role that is distinct from both 
developers and visual designers [4, 11]. There is, however, 
often a significant amount of cross-pollination between 
interaction design and other fields. Methods and 
approaches, if they seem useful in the interaction design 
context, are borrowed and adapted from a number of 
different areas, such as marketing or visual design [5]. 

Communication-oriented 
Interaction design practice has regularly been described as 
highly focused on communication. For instance, Lantz et al. 
[11] see communication as one, if not the, core skill within 
the interaction design field, drawing upon the design theory 
work of Nelson & Stolterman [15].  The communication 
focus manifests itself in a number of different ways in 
everyday work practices. According to Gray et al. [6], 
practitioners tend to select methods by their ability to 
visualize and communicate design ideas to stakeholders. If 
the method is too complicated, it becomes harder for the 
practitioner to influence outsiders of the value of their 
design. Goodman et al. [4] notes that a lot of commercial 
interaction design work goes beyond “just” creating 
prototypes and wireframes. Instead, practitioners are 
translating and re-negotiating designs between different 
stakeholders, “managing client expectations” and rallying 
support for their designs among the “right” people in the 
project. An important skill for practitioners is the ability to 
find a common language with whomever they are talking 
to, re-phrasing their designs so that they can be discussed in 
a productive way, and improved. Respondents in the study 
conducted by Lantz et al. [11] indicated that they use far 
more specific usability concepts when discussing with other 
interaction designers, but favor more of an everyday 
language when talking to stakeholders who do not have the 
same background knowledge. 

Choice of methods 
Gray et al. [6] points out that interaction design methods are 
often used on an ad hoc basis. Which methods to use for a 
given design problem depends partly on the specific 
requirements, context and restraints of the specific project, 
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but also on the previous experience and preferences of the 
practitioners themselves. Additionally, they often 
appropriate and adapt concepts and methods (or parts of 
methods) from other fields. For instance, one respondent in 
Gray et al. [6] borrowed the concept of “guerilla research” 
from marketing and began using it for her impromptu user 
tests. It has been noted that practitioners often prefer similar 
low-cost-high-gain methods, especially when the time, 
money and formal access to users are limited. Overall, 
practitioners appear to see their method choices (and their 
work as a whole) as dictated by pragmatism and common 
sense [6]. 

New influences, methods and approaches to interaction 
design work tend to come from other people within the 
field. According to Gray et al. [6], it is often the direct co-
worker who is the main “disseminating agent” for new 
knowledge. This knowledge transfer can be either formal 
and organized, as in the case of mentorship programs and 
workplace training, or informal, as a result of encounters 
with other practitioners in real design contexts.. 

Computer-Supported Collaborative Work 
The recent interest in Enterprise Social Media can be put 
into a larger context of technologies supporting the work of 
groups and organizations. From the mid 1980s and 
onwards, CSCW researchers have looked beyond the 
single-user paradigm and turned to groupware, i.e. systems 
that allow multiple users to work together. Key areas of 
interest for early groupware researchers were work 
practices, social structures and the nature of the shared 
work [8]. From early on, researchers realized that designing 
systems for groups poses a separate set of problems 
compared to single-user systems. Grudin's [9] eight 
challenges facing groupware developers have been widely 
cited and remain relevant today. These challenges include 
the risk of disparities between work and benefit in the 
system (i.e. increased workload for individual users without 
them seeing the benefits), problems reaching the critical 
mass that is needed for the system to get off the ground, 
risk of the system disrupting existing social processes, and a 
need for a very deliberate and careful process when 
introducing the system into the organization. 

Today, a lot of effort in the CSCW field is put into 
understanding different types of social networks, and 
particularly how information technology can support groups 
of (loosely or tightly) interconnected individuals. This 
social move in computing had been predicted by Wellman 
[22] and others, but it was the successes of Facebook and 
Twitter that made its true potential apparent to a larger 
public. In the work setting, companies are now looking 
towards information systems to strengthen the social 
capital [2] within their organizations. By better supporting 
existing social relationships between their employees (and 
allowing for the creation of new ones) companies hope to 
gain an edge against their competitors. 

Enterprise Social Media 
Enterprise Social Media is an umbrella term that describes a 
collection of related social technologies that have emerged 
in the last 5-10 years. Often mimicking the look and 
functionality of commercial social networks, ESM are 
specifically designed to facilitate communication within 
organizations and companies. As described by Leonardi et 
al. [13], an ESM platform functions as an open 
communication channel for the entire organization, 
allowing for the sharing of information between employees 
through both one-to-many and one-to-one relationships. 
Additionally, the information that is shared through ESM 
becomes persistent, allowing for other users to access it 
asynchronously even after the conversation has ended. ESM 
are also distinct from the social technologies that a 
company may use to communicate outwards to external 
partners, such as micro-blogging services and commercial 
social networks. When using ESM, the communication is 
mainly for the benefit of the people within the organization, 
and the audience is typically restricted to employees only 
[13]. 

Affordances of ESM 
In a comprehensive literature review, Treem and Leonardi 
[21] identify four commonly recurring affordances among 
early ESM systems. These four affordances are visibility, 
persistence, editability and association: 

Visibility means that ESM allow users to become aware 
of communication patterns, connections, behaviors and 
practices that were previously hidden from view. One 
example is the activity stream or social feed, a common 
ESM design feature that lets users see the recent activities 
of their co-workers. ESM also allow for better meta 
knowledge, i.e. knowledge about other people within the 
organization and their different areas of expertise. 

Persistence means that ESM can serve as a type of 
communal information storage within the organization. 
Since information does not expire or disappear, it becomes 
possible to return to old conversations or review 
information after it has been posted, even when the original 
conversation has ended. The communication afforded by 
ESM can thus be said to be robust. 

Editability means that users can compose, recompose or 
rephrase messages on their own terms before they are seen 
by other ESM users. Because of the asynchronous nature of 
ESM, users can spend as much time as they want to make 
sure that their message is exactly the way they want it. 
According to Treem and Leonardi [21] this allows for less 
misunderstandings, higher fidelity and more purposeful 
communication. 

Association means that ESM help users form social 
bonds and associations with each other. Additionally, ESM 
let users display and articulate their associations in public, 
through friend lists, followers etc. A second aspect of 
association is association between content and users. In 
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most ESM implementations, it is possible to trace a specific 
piece of information on the network to the individual user 
who posted it. 

Commercial ESM products 
Today, companies and organizations worldwide use a 
number of different ESM products. These systems are 
either proprietary or, more commonly, off-the-shelf 
products that can be either commercial or free to use. Two 
of the most popular off-the-shelf products are Yammer and 
Slack: 

Microsoft-owned Yammer has been around since 2008 and 
is still one of the biggest actors in the field. Today, Yammer 
reports a user base of over 20,000 companies. It is also the 
commercial product that has been studied and exemplified 
the most in academic ESM research. Yammer closely 
resembles Facebook and Twitter, with an interface focused 
around a newsfeed, and discussions arranged in thread-
form. Like on Twitter, users are encouraged to follow other 
users that they find interesting and thereby personalize their 
feeds. They can also view the activities of the entire 
network (i.e. the company/organization), or send direct 
messages to individual users. Yammer is available both on 
desktop and through a smartphone app.  

Slack is a newer and rapidly growing competitor to 
Yammer by the Canadian company Slack Technologies. 
Launched in August 2013, Slack features a slimmed-down 
interface built around channels that the users themselves 
create and destroy. Slack users communicate not in threads 
but via instant messaging in the different channels, similar 
to Instant Relay Chat (IRC). Users can share media such as 
videos and images, and all the content is searchable. Users 
are also able to send direct messages to each other, either 
privately or by tagging each other in the public channels. 
Slack is available both on the web and through standalone 
apps for desktop and smartphones. 

Related ESM case studies 
Riemer et al. [17] detail and analyze the grassroots-driven 
emergence of Yammer at the financial consultancy firm 
Capgemini between the years 2008 and 2012. By 
conducting a time-trend analysis of a very large corpus of 
Yammer messages, the authors were able to identify four 
distinct phases in the adoption process of an ESM: Start-up, 
Neglect, Excitement and Productivity. Among other things, 
their findings show that the biggest risk of failure for an 
ESM system comes after the curiosity and excitement of the 
start-up phase has subsided. During the period of neglect 
that follows, the message frequency typically goes down 
and the attitudes of the users turn more negative and 
critical. Only if this negativity is successfully dealt with 
will the ESM be able to move on to reach critical mass (a 
notion borrowed from Markus [14]), and eventually find its 
natural place in the work practices of its users. 

Riemer & Scifleet [18] also studied the use of Yammer, this 
time in the context of knowledge-intensive work. In this 

case study of how Yammer was used at the Australian 
branch of the international consultancy firm Deloitte, the 
authors attempted to identify unique and domain-specific 
communicative practices. What they found was that 
Yammer was being used to support knowledge work in four 
different ways: Firstly, as a channel to share information 
between employees; secondly, as a space to crowd-source 
ideas; thirdly, as a place for “finding expertise and solving 
problems”, and finally, as a “conversation medium for 
context and relationship building” [18]. Overall, the results 
indicated that Yammer had been a very good match for the 
domain of knowledge-intensive work, which is already 
focused on the generation of value through interpersonal 
interactions. In particular, the authors found the free and 
informal form of communication that Yammer affords to be 
beneficiary for the purpose. 

CASE OVERVIEW (THE UX GROUP AT COMPANY A) 
Company A is a well-established Swedish IT consultancy 
firm. Founded in the mid 1990s, it employs between 1000 
and 1500 people, mainly in Sweden but also internationally. 
The company’s main business areas are software 
development and business-critical IT, although it is also 
employing a growing number of UX consultants.  

Within the company’s Stockholm subsidiary, individual 
employees can join so-called competence groups, which are 
based on the different professional and personal interests 
that exist in the organization. These groups are led by the 
employees themselves and are intended to serve as creative 
and social platforms where members with similar interests 
can network and exchange ideas. The groups arrange 
meetings, lectures, courses and social activities for their 
members. The only requirement to join a competence group 
is a personal interest in the area and a willingness to 
contribute at meetings. Registration is done through an 
online form on the company intranet.  

The Usability and UX competence group (or UX group, for 
short) has around 70 registered members. Many members 
are UX consultants working for one or more external clients 
distributed throughout the greater Stockholm area, or on in-
house projects owned by the company itself, or a 
combination of both. These consultants typically work with 
UX on a daily basis, in professional capacities such as 
front-end developers, requirement analysts, interaction 
designers and user researchers. Other members of the 
competence group do not work with UX but have a 
personal interest in the field and want to stay up-to-date, 
and some are not active at all. The group holds semi-
monthly meet-ups, usually attended by 10-20 people, where 
the attendees can discuss current UX trends and issues, 
receive help solving difficult work cases, and share 
inspiration with each other. These attendees can be seen as 
the core members of the UX group. 

On initiative from some of the core members, the UX group 
uses the ESM system Yammer for online communication 
and socialization. A Yammer channel dedicated to the UX 
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group was created in March 2014. At present (April 2015), 
the channel has 20 subscribers. The group uses the free-of-
charge basic version of Yammer, which is limited in some 
features, like security and administration. The company 
policy for Yammer use dictates that users must not share 
any client-specific information in the channel. 

METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH DESIGN 
A case study methodology was selected as the most 
appropriate way to approach the research topic. According 
to Yin [24], case studies provide a framework that allows 
researchers to empirically approach complex situations with 
many different actors, where distinguishing between a 
phenomenon and its context can be difficult. In this case, 
the approach allowed for an open examination of the 
relationship between existing work– and communicative 
practices among the members of the UX group, and the 
successes and failures of its Yammer platform. 

A combination of three methods was used to triangulate the 
findings: a) an analysis of textual content from the Yammer 
channel; b) an interview study with members of the UX 
group; and c) a limited contextual inquiry. 

Yammer content analysis 
The analysis of messages from the UX group’s Yammer 
channel was modeled primarily from Riemer & Scifleet's 
[18] case study of how Yammer was used at Deloitte 
Australia. 

The Yammer messages were collected and organized into a 
spreadsheet, noting time stamps, number of participating 
users, number of messages per user and the number of 
threads. Each message thread was then classified using 
genre analysis [18, 23] to determine its communicative 
purpose. Genre analysis is an established method within 
HCI that has been used to study “relationships between 
communication practices and technologies within 
organizations”, and particularly the “communicative 
patterns” that emerge when new technologies are 
introduced into a work setting [23]. In this case, genres 
were identified around a small number of analytical helper 
questions. For instance, what was the purpose that 
motivated the creation of the Yammer thread, and what type 
of information was being communicated in it? Based on 
these, four distinct genres were elicited and defined. 

Interview study 
The main component of the study was a series of interviews 
with members of the UX group, conducted over the course 
of three months in the spring of 2015. The interviews were 
seven in total: six one-on-one semi-structured interviews 
about an hour in length each, and one e-mail interview. All 
were conducted in Swedish, with choice sections later 
translated to English.  

 

 

 

Interviewee 
# 

Professional role (self-
described) 

Interview form 

1 Interaction designer / 
Requirements analyst 

Semi-structured 

2 UX designer Semi-structured 

3 Art director Semi-structured 

4 Interaction designer Semi-structured 

Table 1. First interview block 

Interviewee 
# 

Professional role (self-
described) 

Interview form 

5 Senior UX strategist Semi-structured 

6 Interaction designer Semi-structured 

7  Front-end developer E-mail 

Table 2. Second interview block 

The interviewees were chosen so that they, as far as it was 
possible, represented the full range of UX-related 
professional roles that existed within the UX group. The 
participants were recruited through direct e-mail, in which 
they were also given a preliminary briefing of the purpose 
of the study. The seven interviews were divided into two 
blocks of four and three (see Tables 1 and 2), conducted in 
sequence. This arrangement made it easier to add additional 
questions late in the process, if the analysis of the first 
block would indicate a gap where more data was needed. 

The interview guide was structured around three major 
themes. These themes were a) UX practice; b) Consultancy 
work, and c) the UX group.  

Contextual inquiry 
As a complement to the interview study, a small-scope 
contextual inquiry [1] was conducted with one interaction 
designer and member of the UX group. The purpose of the 
contextual inquiry was primarily to validate the findings 
from the interview study, but also to capture UX work 
practices that the interviews may have missed. An often-
mentioned advantage of the contextual inquiry method is 
that the interviewee is able to show how they solve work 
tasks, rather than having to explain sometimes complicated 
relationships and practices verbally [12]. This was deemed 
to be a useful method in this context due to the highly 
visual and situated nature of typical UX work, such as 
creating prototypes, user flows and wireframes. 

During a session lasting one workday, or approximately 5 
hours, I sat next to the interviewee and observed while they 
worked on two different projects for a client, all the while 
asking questions about the different work tasks, tools used, 
and the thoughts that lie behind different design choices. 
The inquiry was documented by pen-and-paper note taking 
throughout the day. The notes were then consolidated into 
diary form.  
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Due to restrictions regarding consultant-client 
confidentiality, the study had to take place in the offices of 
the consultancy company rather than at a client’s location. 
While the latter option would have been preferred, the 
situation that ended up being observed is not unrealistic in 
any way. The interviewee indicated that it is very common 
for them as UX consultants to divide their time between 
working on their own in their home office, and working 
with their project team on-location. 

RESULTS 
In the first part of this section, the content analysis of the 
collected Yammer messages will be detailed, along with a 
brief description of the attitudes towards Yammer that 
emerged from the interviews. In the second part, relevant 
elements of UX consultancy practice will be described, 
along with quotes from the interviewees.  

Yammer use within the UX group 
The Yammer channel belonging to the UX group held a 
total of 40 messages, written by eight different users and 
divided into 15 threads. Three of the eight participants were 
significantly more active than the rest. Together, these three 
individuals contributed with 75 % of all messages and 
started 11 out of 15 threads. The time span between the first 
message and the last message was 45 weeks, giving an 
average frequency of 0.88 messages per week. However, 85 
% of all messages were written in five different bursts of 
activity, which occurred in weeks 1, 17, 22, 42 and 45. 
These bursts of activity tended to occur just before or 
immediately after one of the UX group’s face-to-face meet-
ups. In the weeks or months between these bursts, there was 
almost no sustained activity on Yammer.  

Content 
In terms of content, four distinct top-level communicative 
genres were identified among the threads. These genres 
were a) Sharing tips; b) Discussing UX; c) Requesting help; 
and d) Self-organization.  

The highest number of threads, five, were classified under 
the Self-organization genre. These threads were either 
reminders of upcoming UX group meetings, or discussions 
regarding collaborations with other parts of the Company 
organization. They elicited very few replies in most cases. 
The Requesting help genre consisted of four instances 
where members reached out to solve work-related 
problems. Two of these were related to interaction design 
tools (i.e. requests for a specific software or template) and 
two were descriptions of design problems that the thread-
starter needed help solving. In the latter case, images of 
paper sketches and external examples were used to aid 
communication. The Sharing tips genre contained two 
instances of members recommending upcoming UX events, 
as well as one shared link to a UX-related website.  

Attitudes 
When interviewed, practically all respondents viewed the 
introduction of Yammer into the UX group as a failure. An 
interviewee who had once been a driving force behind 

introducing Yammer to the organization said that the tool 
had not lived up to expectations and that it was now 
“almost completely dead”.  

“Nobody writes anything [on Yammer] so I don’t check 
it. And to think I was one of the people who introduced it 
to the group...” 

– Interviewee # 2, UX designer 

Several interviewees indicated that they no longer visited or 
checked the Yammer channel, even occasionally. This 
assessment seems to be supported by the Yammer data 
itself. Overall, the data showed very low communicative 
throughput in the Yammer channel throughout the period 
that it was used, and very little social engagement between 
the users. A majority of the threads started never received 
replies, and those that did rarely involved more than two 
participants. On the two occasions when the Yammer 
channel was used to discuss a specific design problem, 
there were no satisfactory solutions generated. An 
interaction designer who had started one of the two threads 
explained in the interview that the discussion had not really 
helped them solve the problem. The others in the group had 
misunderstood the question and the interviewee had felt that 
it would have been “too much of a hassle” to correct them. 

UX consultancy practice 
The analysis of the interview responses found a number of 
elements of the group’s UX practices that carried 
implications for how the group communicates: 

The nature of UX problems 
Among the interviewees, it was almost universally agreed 
that UX and interaction design problems are quite hard to 
describe and discuss in writing. Several reasons were given 
for this. For one, design problems tend to be very visual, 
and are thus best represented in visual mediums.   

“I think it is hard to summarize UX in writing and e-
mails! It is easier to talk and show each other images. 
But I’ve done it at a [competence group] meet-up once. 
We have said in the group that we can always ask for 
help there if we are struggling with something.” 

– Interviewee # 4, Interaction designer 

It was stated by multiple interviewees that their preferred 
way to discuss things like interaction flows, layouts and 
wireframes was to do it in person, on a whiteboard or a 
large sheet of paper. This way, the designer is able to show 
their ideas to the other person, and explain their thinking as 
they go, so as to avoid misunderstandings. One interviewee 
described his or her ideal scenario as one where problems 
are solved quite informally, with several practitioners 
drawing together on the whiteboard, modifying each other’s 
ideas until a solution is reached.  
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“When you’re designing a system for internal use in an 
organization, it may not always be obvious why 
something needs to look a certain way, and then you 
have to explain that [...] You need to limit the amount of 
information that you include, because people won’t read 
it all.” 

– Interviewee # 4, Interaction designer 

Another reason that was given was that UX problems are 
often quite specific and can require a lot of background 
information to make sense. Although many UX projects 
(such as designing a new commercial website) involve 
common technologies and established interaction 
principles, there are others, like the example above, which 
can be significantly less straightforward. To be able to give 
usable feedback on those, an outside designer may first 
need to familiarize themselves with the technology, the 
purpose of the project and its history, and the expectations 
of the stakeholders. This was seen as a big obstacle by the 
interviewees when requesting help through mediated 
communication channels.  

Privacy and prestige 
Several of the interviewees brought up privacy concerns as 
a relevant factor of what they can and cannot communicate 
to each other. For them as consultants, it was of vital 
importance that they did or said nothing that could 
jeopardize the relationship with their clients.  

“I can’t send prototypes outside of this building. I would 
have to spend too much time and effort anonymizing 
everything, because the client is so darn secretive” 

– Interviewee # 1, Interaction designer 

While rules and requirements regarding privacy varied from 
client to client, the consequence was often that the 
interviewees felt limited regarding how much information 
they could share with their colleagues in the UX group. 
This was reinforced by the company’s own policy regarding 
Yammer use, which forbade client-specific information in 
the channel. To receive help or feedback, the UX group 
members had to “sanitize” their questions so that they 
adhered to all these rules—something that they did not 
always have the time or motivation to do. 

Another somewhat related aspect of consultancy work was 
the sense of pride in their own company, and a feeling of 
friendly competition with other consultancies, that some 
interviewees expressed. 

“I kind of feel that you should ask one of your own 
people. Otherwise, [the other consultants] might think 
we don’t have [that type of competence] in our firm….” 

– Interviewee # 3, Art director 

When working as external consultants, it was felt that they 
represented their parent company in the eyes of the client, 
and the eyes of consultants from other firms. Because of 
this, it was very important to them that they could solve all 
the problems thrown at them, either on their own or by 

enlisting help from others in their own organization. The 
importance of the UX group as a support network was 
generally acknowledged from both the individual’s and the 
company’s perspective—as was the opinion that the UX 
group was not currently living up to its full potential in that 
regard.  

Politics and guerilla work 
Interview responses also described a lot of communication-
oriented activities in UX work that are not strictly design 
per se, but rather focused on influencing others. 

“There is some guerilla work involved. I try to come up 
with strategies to get them to include more interaction 
design thinking in the project. So my work is interaction 
design, but it is also organizational knowledge and 
politics. In fact, it is almost more of the latter!” 

– Interviewee # 4, Interaction designer 

Interviewees recounted projects where they had found 
themselves with less resources, time and buy-in than they 
had hoped for, and how this had, among other things, 
severely limited the amount of user involvement that they 
had been able to include in their work. In one such case, the 
interviewee had been unable to meet with any end users at 
all, despite all requests to do so. In these situations, the 
focus of the UX designer had turned from design itself, to 
ways that they could create more room for what they 
wanted to do. One approach mentioned in interviews was to 
accept whatever roles the UX team were given in the 
project, and then work informally to expand them. By being 
deliberately open and engaging towards other non-UX 
members of the organization, and by taking every chance to 
demonstrate the value of UX methods, the interviewees 
hoped to find allies and make friends with people who had 
the means to make the desired change happen. This focus 
on politics was quite pronounced among the interviewees 
whose UX work was on a more strategic level. For the UX 
strategist who was interviewed, the most challenging aspect 
of UX work was “knowing whose back to massage”; in 
other words, to find out who had the right influence in the 
organization and then figure out how to persuade that 
person. 

Incorporating outside influences 
Interview responses indicated that work in the UX domain 
is to a large extent outwards looking, i.e. it encourages (if 
not requires) them as practitioners to stay up-to-date and 
engaged with new developments in the field. It was 
common among the interviewees to read about UX on their 
free time, in books and blogs and social media, or watch 
videos and in some cases regularly attend conferences and 
lectures on UX. The interaction designer who was observed 
in the contextual inquiry, for instance, possessed a large 
curated library of collected notes, links and summaries of 
UX videos. However, the interviewees lacked an obvious 
and easy way to share these with each other, given that 
Yammer was not seen as a viable alternative. The 
interviews also showed that outside influences tend to find 
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their way into day-to-day UX work. Quite often, design 
details were borrowed from or inspired by existing 
successful designs, or taken from UX pattern libraries or 
lists of best practices. Furthermore, one interviewee 
mentioned that they personally liked to invoke well-known 
examples of good UX design (Apple products were often 
chosen for this) when trying to persuade or inspire skeptical 
stakeholders.  

Informal networks 
Despite Yammer not seeing much activity, all interviewees 
indicated that they do in fact turn to others for help and 
advice whenever they cannot solve a particular problem on 
their own. Usually, this was done informally, and in person.  

“It happens! I usually call or contact someone who I 
think would know, perhaps someone who has designed 
something similar before or who has more experience in 
that area. It is usually someone in the UX competence 
group”  

– Interviewee # 2, Art director 

If they were in the main office that day, they might 
approach other UX consultants (or in some cases, non-UX 
colleagues) who are also in, and ask them. More often, they 
would contact one or two specific colleagues whose 
judgment they trusted, and ask them directly via e-mail or 
telephone, or even schedule a face-to-face meeting so that 
they could sketch together. These informal networks could 
also include people outside of the company. For one 
interviewee, it was extra important for them as consultants 
to “hold on to good people” that they had worked well with 
in the past, and slowly build a personal support network. 
This was exemplified during the contextual inquiry, when 
the interviewed interaction designer was contacted by two 
former colleagues from an old project. The former 
colleagues needed advice on how to handle a problematic 
social situation that had arisen in the project team after the 
interviewee had left. Together, the three of them discussed 
the problem for about an hour on the telephone. 

DISCUSSION 
The promise and potential of ESM has been widely 
discussed in CSCW and Information Systems research. 
Leonardi et al. [13], Riemer & Scifleet [18], and DiMicco 
et al. [3] all indicate that ESM technologies have a unique 
ability to enhance an organization's internal 
communication, and even transform its social structures 
from the bottom up. A successful implementation of ESM 
technologies, it is implied, increases both productivity and 
social cohesion within a company.  

However, the results of this study showed very clearly that 
the introduction of the ESM Yammer into the group of UX 
consultants had been anything but a success. On the 
contrary, Yammer was barely used at all, and had failed to 
serve as a useful tool for solving design problems on the 
few occasions when this was attempted. The initial spike of 
messages in the Yammer channel, followed by a sharp 

decline, seemed to mirror the two initial phases of the 
SNEP model of grassroots-led ESM implementation that 
was identified by Riemer et al. [17]. If we borrow the 
terminology of that model, it would appear as if the process 
halted at Neglect (or even at the Start-up phase), never 
reaching the Excitement and Productivity stages, where the 
positive effects afforded by ESM truly come into play. If it 
was not obvious already, this would be further proof for the 
old claim that systems designed for groups of users 
absolutely must reach critical mass [9, 14] in order to be 
successful. Without having attained critical mass, 
communication within the Yammer channel never managed 
to get off the ground, despite the best efforts of some users. 
Instead, Yammer entered into a prolonged spiral of 
abandonment and disuse, only interrupted by occasional 
short-lived bursts of activity, most often in connection to 
the UX group’s face-to-face meet-ups.  

The communicative needs of UX consultants 
The next question is then why Enterprise Social Media did 
not live up to its promise for this particular group of UX 
consultants. When looking at the interview responses, we 
begin to see a number of communicative needs related to 
the group’s UX consultancy work; needs that to a large 
extent had not been met in a satisfactory way by Yammer. 
When classifying these, three broad categories emerge. 
These are: 1) Solving design problems; 2) Supporting 
“guerilla activities”; and 3) Making knowledge and 
relationships visible. By looking closer at each of these 
needs, we can see exactly what an ESM platform need to 
support in order to be useful for UX consultants. 

1. Solving design problems 
Perhaps the most urgent need of the interviewed UX 
consultants was to have a mediated communication channel 
where they could help each other with difficult design 
problems. To not have this ability within the group can 
have implications not only for the group but also for the 
entire company’s competitiveness on the consultancy 
market. It is simply expected of a consultant to be able to 
solve any problem thrown at him or her—either by 
themselves or by enlisting help from their “home base”.  

The design problems in question can be quite varied. They 
could be anything from deciding which interaction pattern 
to use for navigation on a website, to questions regarding 
design processes and workshop methods. The problems also 
cover a spectrum ranging from the very general to the very 
specific. For those who designed complicated internal 
systems, for example, every aspect of the design might 
require an additional explanation before a problem could 
even begin to be approached by an outsider. Issues that are 
more general, like for instance the question of how to 
conduct a workshop or structure a website, are possible to 
discuss with far less effort. 

2. Supporting “guerilla activities”  
The second communicative need was to have the ability to 
discuss organizational politics and strategies in an informal 
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and discrete way. Completely inline with the modern 
research view of design practice as a social and 
communication-oriented activity [4, 11], the UX 
consultants in this study indicated that they were often more 
occupied by informal persuasion and communication than 
by what has traditionally been seen as “design”. The fact 
that so many of the interviewees saw this type of guerilla 
work as among their most important challenges indicates 
that this also is something that a social system would need 
to support. Practitioners should be able to give each other 
tips on how to handle, for instance, problematic project 
organizations, or strategies for working around a lack of 
resources. As observed during the contextual inquiry, such 
matters are already discussed between trusted colleagues in 
person, but were absent among the Yammer messages. 
Problematic here is of course the fact that this need is in 
direct conflict with the strict rules regarding confidentiality 
that are normally imposed on consultants. If this need is to 
be met by an ESM, there must be a way to ensure complete 
secrecy and discretion, thus satisfying both the consultants, 
their employer and their clients. 

3. Making knowledge and relationships visible 
The third category of needs concerns making better use of 
the diverse knowledge that already exists within the UX 
group. The interviews and the contextual inquiry revealed 
that a majority of the UX consultants spend a lot of time 
and personal effort reading up on new developments, tools, 
technologies, and UX-related events. However, these 
activities have mostly been hidden from view up to now, as 
the group members have lacked a clear channel to share tips 
and insights with each other. A social platform would need 
to provide a way to post, search and store this knowledge. 
Through this common knowledge base, the group can learn 
from itself and thus increase its competitiveness vis-à-vis 
other consultancy firms.  

Another need that was identified was the need to strengthen 
the social bonds within the group. Since the consultants 
tend to work distributed and not be aware of what the other 
group members are doing, social media could provide a 
way to maintain that connection, through, for instance, an 
always-open chat channel. A complication here is, again, 
the privacy concerns of some client companies. For 
instance, some clients do not allow the use of personal 
computers on-site. A balance would need to be struck here 
between maintaining a sense of community within the UX 
consultants, and their duty to be professional in their 
consultancy role.  

Recommendations for future ESM use in the UX domain 
Drawing from these three categories of communicative 
needs, I go on to examine the more concrete implications 
that they have for future ESM applications, and provide 
recommendations.  

Allow for both chatter and urgent problem solving 
A lowered threshold for communication is one of the most 
commonly identified advantages of ESM [3, 13, 18]. This is 

also something that could provide the desired increase in 
social cohesion among UX consultants, who do not 
otherwise have much daily contact. A group chat within an 
ESM might therefore be a good solution that could fill 
several needs, and be a space for small talk, chatter and the 
sharing of UX tips. However, to be able to satisfy the first 
category of communicative needs, i.e. to solve urgent 
design problems, there must be a way to discriminate 
between messages that are not important, and those that 
are—either through a notification system or by using 
separate channels. To accommodate the discussion of often 
very visual UX problems, it would also be necessary to 
allow for easy sharing of images and sketches, and 
modification of the sketches that other people send. 

Careful implementation necessary 
Another implication is something that has been known for 
quite some time in groupware research [9]; namely, that it 
is important to introduce social technologies the “right” 
way. For UX consultants, it is important that it is clear what 
they should and should not communicate through the ESM. 
In order to be able to support the second communicative 
need, i.e. the need to discuss organizations and project 
politics, it is vital that all aspects related to privacy and 
confidentiality are properly discussed beforehand. The 
ESM would need to be strictly access-controlled so that its 
users can be confident that the sensitive matters discussed 
there will not reach the wrong eyes. It would not be 
possible, as it has been in the UX group that this study 
concerns, for members who do not work with UX to take 
part in these discussions. Most likely, it would be necessary 
to make policy changes on the corporate level, and issue an 
official guideline for how ESM are to be used within the 
company.   

Topics for further discussion 

If UX design problems are solved face-to-face, is ESM really 
what practitioners need? 
Among the UX professionals who were interviewed in this 
study, there was a very strong preference towards informal 
problem solving, joint sketching and face-to-face 
discussions. One can suspect that this preference can be 
found among many UX professionals, since those are 
activities that lie very close to the core values within UX 
practice [10, 19]. The question is whether or not it is 
realistic to expect that communication through a web-based 
mediated tool will be able to have the same qualities as 
sketches on a piece of paper or a whiteboard. The problem-
solving attempts that were found in the Yammer channel, 
which used text and attached images and links, were not 
successful at all. It is quite possible that the optimal 
solution is to continue to solve UX design problems in 
person using traditional analog tools, and utilize ESM to fill 
other communicative needs. 

Is satisfying needs enough?  
In this study, the focus has been on identifying 
communicative needs in order to inform the future use of 
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ESM within the UX domain. The implied hypothesis is of 
course that an ESM that better accommodates these needs 
will be more successful than one that does not. 

However, there are more factors that influence the success 
or failure of interactive artifacts. After all, user experience 
is not the same as user need-fulfillment [10, 19]. A system 
that is in line with existing work practices might be easier 
to adopt than one that is not, as friction will be lower, but 
other elements of the user experience such as aesthetics, 
usability and emotional attachment likely play a part as 
well. An interesting avenue for future research is therefore 
to explore the role of UX and aesthetics in the adoption and 
acceptance of new ESM platforms. 

Among members of the UX group at Company A, there is 
an ongoing discussion whether to close the Yammer 
channel and try the competing ESM platform Slack instead. 
In the interviews, Slack was repeatedly praised for its 
modern interface, minimalistic design and multi-device 
availability, and was often contrasted with the more dated 
Yammer. Slack would therefore be a good candidate for a 
study that attempts to see a) if a different ESM tool can 
better support the identified communicative needs of UX 
consultants; and b) if its more modern design also leads to 
more social engagement. 

What makes mediated group communication feel alive? 
In the literature, it has been well-established that critical 
mass is an important success factor for social platforms 
[17]. Once users feel that “everyone else” is already there, 
engaging in discussions and being active, they themselves 
will be more likely to join in. This study clearly 
demonstrated what happens when the opposite is true: users 
become increasingly reluctant to contribute, and the 
platform becomes more and more neglected. However, it is 
not as obvious how exactly these processes occur, and what 
it is that makes the online tool feel or not feel lively in the 
first place. It would be interesting to investigate, for 
instance, the types of messages on an ESM that are the most 
likely to draw more participants to the discussion topic. It 
could also be useful to examine if certain categories of 
users have more social influence than others, and if so, what 
the unique characteristics of those users are.  

CONCLUSION 
In this thesis, I have examined the possibilities of using 
Enterprise Social Media technologies for internal 
communication among User Experience consultants. The 
professional UX domain was first introduced via a 
summary of practitioner-oriented interview studies. The 
potentials of ESM were then outlined in terms of four 
previously identified affordances. 

The research took the form of a case study with the UX 
group of a Swedish IT consultancy firm. Through analysis 
of messages from the group’s Yammer channel, and 
interviews with its members, three different communicative 
needs for UX consultants were identified. These needs had 

not been adequately supported by the group’s Yammer 
channel, which had also largely fallen into disuse. Overall, 
the results showed that the nature of UX consultancy work 
poses some significant challenges for ESM systems. These 
challenges include the question of how to mediate the joint 
solving of complicated UX design problems online, and 
how to support sensitive discussions about project teams 
and organizational politics, while at the same time 
respecting the absolute confidentiality of the client-
consultant relationship.  

Although the domain of UX consultants is a very specific 
context, this research has some relevance to the wider ESM 
and CSCW fields. It demonstrates the need to consider the 
context and nature of the work that is to be supported when 
designing and implementing new ESM technologies, and it 
provides a rare look into an ESM introduction that did not 
turn out as well as its users may have hoped. 

The study also carries some relevance to previous research 
on UX and interaction design practice. For one, it highlights 
communicative practices among UX professionals, which 
may not have been previously known. Of particular interest 
might be the indication that UX designers see social 
“guerilla work” and persuasion as among their most 
important activities, along with traditional design.  
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